Switch the itch: a naturalistic follow-up study on the neural correlates of cognitive flexibility in obsessive-compulsive disorder.
Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) is a relatively common psychiatric disorder characterized by intrusive thoughts and behaviors that dominate daily living, like an itch patients cannot ignore. Deficits in executive functioning are common in OCD and are thought to be related to dysfunctional frontal-striatal systems. One of those executive functions is cognitive flexibility, defined as the ability to rapidly switch response strategies following changes in task-relevant information. The temporal stability of cognitive flexibility impairments in OCD has been incompletely investigated since previous studies have suggested both state and trait dependency. In this study, 16 OCD patients performed a functional magnetic resonance imaging version of a task-switching paradigm twice, intervened by a follow-up period of on average 6 months. Results show that functional abnormalities in the dorsal frontal-striatal circuit and anterior cingulate cortex at baseline normalized at follow-up. This change in the recruitment of task-related brain circuits correlated with change in disease severity. These results support the view that the imbalance between the dorsal and ventral frontal-striatal circuits is at least partly state-dependent, and is associated with a reduction in symptom severity.